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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, May 18th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Dr. Robert Davies, a
professional practice associate professor within the physics department at Utah State University.
This is another oral history interview for the COVID Collection Project. Joining us on the
interview is Tameron Williams, the COVID Collection Project graduate intern.
Good morning, Dr. Davies.

RD:

Good morning, Todd.

TW:

So when did you start your career at Utah State University, and what were the various positions
you've held during your USU career?
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RD:

So that's a more complicated question than you might imagine. I first arrived at Utah State
University in December of 1990 to start as a graduate student in the physics department. After –
So as a graduate student, I was a student researcher, a teaching assistant, of course. I worked for
– Upon graduating, I left for a few years, worked for NASA and Seattle University. Then I came
back working for Space Dynamics Laboratory here at USU in 2001 and 2002. Then I left for
another five years. Came back in 2007. Worked for the Utah Climate Center on and off and as
an adjunct professor in plant soils and climate until 2015 or '16. And in 2017 I started the
position I have, which is, as you said, associate professor of professional practice in physics. And
the topics I do are critical science communication and global change. So my current position I've
been in for the last five years.

[02:05]
TW:

So if we were to get in our time machine and go back to just before the COVID outbreak in early
2020, can you talk to some of your major teaching or research initiatives that you had underway
during maybe the fall of 2019, early 2020?

RD:

Sure. So the fall I didn't have any teaching responsibilities. And in the spring of 2021, I was
teaching two courses. I was teaching an introductory physics course for scientists and engineers
that had about 300 students in it. And I was also teaching a course that I created for the Caine
College of the Arts called Unveiling the Anthropocene. This is a science and math course for fine
arts and humanities students, and we discuss the sort of the full suite of ecological and social
crises that we're currently inhabiting and the science of that, of our impacts on the Earth's system,
the systems that are having those impacts, and how we might do things differently.
So that was my teaching. My research is actually not research per se but what we call creative
activities. So I'm in something of a unique faculty position, that of professional practice. And so
in critical science communication, what I mostly do is synthesize a very broad spectrum of
science surrounding global change. So that includes climate change. It includes biodiversity
loss. It includes all kinds of social changes underway. And then I construct narratives to try to
help the public in various – various audiences from the general public to policymakers. You
name it.

[04:02]
So I give many, many public presentations and talks on these topics. And that's what I was doing
quite heavily. And then in the fall of 2020, I had many, many talks and, in fact, had just engaged
in kind of a tour of the West of mountain towns. I had given a presentation in Park City that was
attended by a lot of people from around the West – mayors, city councils, business people – and
they then invited me to come to their town. So I was giving talks in places like Vail and
Steamboat and Jackson and Bozeman and Missoula. And that was what I was mostly busy with,
that kind of work, in the runup to the pandemic.
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TW:

RD:

So the pandemic soon arrived in the United States in late January of 2020. I know there was a lot
of discussion on the national news about the possible impact it might have around the country in
all kinds of segments of the society, including the educational segment. How did you initially see
that it might affect you, your teaching, and the department in physics?
You know, I remember really well this runup to recognizing that, and I didn't really start to pay
attention until maybe the middle of February. And I remember that we had our spring break in
the first week of March. And so I was teaching two large classes, 300 students in the physics
class, about 120 students in the other class, the Anthropocene class. And everybody – and we
went on break, and my recollection is that's kind of when everything was exploding around the
world, particularly in Italy.

[06:01]
And I – about Thursday of spring break, I just remember this quite vividly. I sent an e-mail to my
department head, Jan Sojka, in physics, and said, "Jan, I don't think we can start classes again
when everybody comes back in March." It's kind of funny because one of the things I focus on
quite heavily in the Anthropocene class, when you look at the reason that humans are having such
huge impacts on the planet, is a result – it's an emergent phenomenon from exponential growth.
And, of course, the virus behaves very much this way in the early parts of the pandemic, straight
exponential growth. And so while the case counts were very low, there was enough case count
that you could calculate what's the doubling time, which I did, and which, of course, other people
were doing too, most specifically the whole world of epidemiology. But I did my own and, of
course, got similar answers to what they were getting, and it was clear to me that we were going
to need to shut down the campus very soon.
And so I sent this note to my department head. We had a – we met for coffee at Einstein Bagels,
and I told him what I wanted to do. I gave him the numbers, and I said, "Jan, I don't want to
come back. I think I can just do videos, and the students can watch videos, but I don't want to
have 300 students who have just been all over the world for spring break come back into this
classroom and give it to each other." And I think that's just, you know – so he agreed. And I also
spoke with the dean of the Caine College, and she agreed also, because I also had another large
class, and she agreed.
[08:07]
What happened was Jan informed our dean in science, who is not our current dean, the previous
dean, and she was – she did not go along with this plan. She said we couldn't do that. We had to
meet. So the Caine College said, "You're fine. Go remote." And, of course, it wasn't really easy
to go remote real quick. We didn't have all that figured out at the time, but I knew how to make
videos, and I figured I can just make videos and post them to the course website, the Canvas
website. And the Caine College agreed to that immediately, but the College of Science ironically
did not. But what's funny, of course, is we met. Classes started up on Monday. I told my
physics students – I sent them an e-mail, and I told them – for those who came to class, I said,
"Don't come to class." I said, "We're working out some administrative details with the university.
I will be here in class, but my strong recommendation to you is not to come to class."
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TW:

We met one more time – That was Monday. We met one more time in physics, which was
Wednesday, and I would say about a third of the class showed up, and we held class. And then
on Thursday, everything shut down.
I'm curious, Dr. Davies, those initial discussions about when you were talking to Jan about
putting things online, had you done anything like that before, or had you worked with Robert
Wagner's group in City? Or how exactly did you intend to move to a remote-only type of
instruction?

[10:06]
RD:

Right. Well, no, I hadn't done that before, but what I have done in the course of my job is to
make tutorial videos, you know, just sitting in front of my computer or – and so what I – what I
ended up doing was ripping the whiteboard off the wall in my office, strapping it to the roof of
my car. So this was, you know, March or the first of March. Driving it home and bolting it to the
wall in my garage. And we have an upstairs – we have a two-story garage, which is a ridiculous
story in itself. But it was cold in there, but it was – you know, there was place for it. And so I
just set up my – you know, my iPad as a video camera and did physics lectures in front of the
whiteboard. And that was my plan. I mean, that's what it turned into.
My initial plan that very first week was I'll just do a lecture staring into my computer writing out
equations on my iPad, and I knew how to do a screen recording, and I'll just post it to Canvas, and
they can watch that. So it wasn't – my proposal was not to do a – what do we call it? – a
synchronous lecture. So it wasn't going to be live. I was just going to do it ahead of time and
post it by class time, and they could just watch it during their regular class time so that it would
fit in their schedules, you know. So that was the original plan. And I did that for the
Anthropocene class. But like I said, that first week for physics, the College of Science, the dean
would not allow that. But, nevertheless, by the end of that week, all of Utah's universities were
shut down.

[12:01]
TW:

And how did the students respond or perform during the second half of that spring 2020 semester
with all of what you just outlined?

RD:

You know, in the moment it was impossible to tell. I – So what I was doing with physics – What
I ended up doing with physics was a fully asynchronous thing. I just did the lectures in front of
the whiteboard and posted the videos. And we were on Webex at the time, I think, and I tried
having office hours on Webex, and it just didn't work, you know. And, of course, these
companies, Webex and Zoom, were all under massive pressure, and they were all scrambling.
The whole world was doing this. And so I would say my experience with – They actually by the
end – by sort of – within a few weeks, the Webex thing got better, and I was able to hold office
hours, but I don't remember anybody actually showing up to them. Maybe someone did. I just
don't remember. If it was, it wasn't very many.
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With the Anthropocene class, I – I was able to do a simultaneous – you know, a synchronous
lecture on Webex. And I recorded them and posted them as well. But the response – I couldn't –
I mean, with the Anthropocene class, I would say about half the class was attending on any given
day, that spring of 2020 after the shutdown. And – But they were – It was chaos.
[13:57]
I mean, you know, the students had lost their places to live. They had lost their jobs. They were
all – A lot of them were moving home. I probably had 20 students that were – that just moved
out of state, you know, some living with their families in Georgia or Washington or wherever.
The Native American kids, I had four students in the Anthropocene class, I believe, that were
Native American. And I think they all moved back to their homes on reservations. And they had
very limited broadband access. But I had – but all of those students were very diligent in trying
to access the recordings.
So that was the – you know, I feel like the students – well, like the faculty in the following sense,
we're just trying to figure out some semblance of how to make it work. But, of course, the
difference between the students and the faculty was we all had nice places to live and homes to
just hole up in. And the students, of course, were living, you know, with roommates, multiple
roommates jammed in together. They were losing jobs. They were – so I think it – my approach,
then, was to just – so with things like quizzes and exams, you know, we had what? – roughly half
the semester left or maybe a bit less than half the semester left. I became very forgiving when it
came to quizzes and exams and everything and homework assignments.
TW:

That was my next question.

[15:47]
RD:

Yeah. I mean, and my experience was the students were genuinely trying, but I wasn't going to –
you know, normally I have a pretty strict policies on things like reading quizzes. You got to take
them all. You got to pass them all, you know, that sort of thing. That just went out the window.
It was just trying to help the students salvage something useful and not be completely stressed out
about it.

TW:

And at this time, Dr. Davies, did you also have conversations with your fellow physics faculty
about what they were doing, what you were doing? Was there a communication over Webex?
Did you have departmental meetings or one-on-ones with some of your colleagues?

RD:

You know, that's a great question. It's hard to believe, but I honestly don't remember if we did
Webex meetings. I do remember – The communication was really good. I just don't remember if
it was video. I can't remember how we did that. It was – probably we did. I just don't remember.
But the communication was good. And, yes, there was lots of communication from the
administration, from the department heads, from the deans, from the provost, from the president's
office. I felt like USU did an outstanding – the USU administrators did an outstanding job.
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[17:45]

So, yeah, there was lots of communication. We were all trying to figure it out. I remember a lot
of the communication with my fellow faculty were: What's the technology that we're using that
works? So, for example, I had an iPad that was pretty new and an Apple pencil. And I had a
particular piece of software called GoodNotes, which turned out to be just excellent for doing
lectures. And I had figured out how to connect it to the computer and broadcast it, you know, and
record it really well.
And so I just shared that. And I think a number of other faculty in the physics department, you
know, Jan just said, "Okay, we'll buy you iPads if you want them." And I think four or five or six
faculty took him up on that.
You know, different classes are different. And in physics when you're lecturing, the whole
putting up the equation and letting the students follow the derivation of the equation is pretty
important. And so we were anxious to find something that could do that. And I had figured that
out on the iPad. So I think a few other faculty did that. So that was the extent of the
conversations that I recall was just really in the moment focused on what technology is working
and, also, is useful for the students, you know. The following year, the discussions with the
faculty, you know, got more in-depth and more detailed, but I'm guessing you may want to get to
that later.

TW:

Oh, yeah, no. So the decision was made for the students to return to campus. I believe the
decision was made in June 2020 that they would return to campus in Logan, in Price, in Blanding
for the fall semester of 2020. What kinds of discussions – you kind of alluded to some of it –
were you having with your colleagues if physics and around campus about how to prepare for
that? There was definitely going to be a mask mandate, social distancing, cleaning and janitorial
services were going to be in place for the classrooms. I don't know if you were teaching classes
in the fall of 2020, but what was the impact of that for your teaching that whole academic year of
2020/2021?

[19:34]
RD:

Right. So, again, I was not teaching in the fall. My pattern has been I do all my teaching in the
spring. And I do a lot of my creative endeavors, the creating of the lectures and all of that in the
fall, the public lectures. So I wasn't teaching in the fall, which I was grateful for. And, of course,
the decision was made, yeah, the students would return to campus, but everything was online.
There were only a very few live classes, and those were the ones that just had to be. So, for
example, the physics labs, there was just no real way to do them remote. Although in the physics
department, our – a number of faculty and staff created great demonstration videos to help with
the teaching in physics. So I was not involved with that, but they were great. They did a good
job. But most of the teaching, of course, was online. And in physics, all of it except for the labs.
And that was the case across campus.
So for me, I was actually quite fortunate, because, of course, in the interim the technology – the
video technology had been getting better by leaps and bounds. And the university switched to
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Zoom from Webex. I think that was a good decision. Although Webex was fine, I think Zoom
just got a jump on getting better faster. So –
[21:27]
TW:

Were there any adjustments to the curriculum that you and your colleagues had to make based on
the fact that it was remote only? Were assignments changed slightly, or did you ask for different
things in different ways that you wouldn't have if it had been face-to-face?

RD:

I'm sure there was a little bit of that, but mostly not. I found it wasn't necessary for my classes.
We were already going to online exams and homework before any of this happened. And for
those who weren't doing online homework – yes, and there are homework systems, whole
websites where you can – you know, that sort of typically are associated with textbooks. But
even if you're not – even if you were handing out your own homework and grading it, that all
became electronic, and that's probably the only change, but it wasn't really that different. It
would just be that you would post the assignment on, say, Canvas, the course website, and the
students would do the assignment handwritten, and then they would – but then they would either
– you know, digitize that. They would take a photograph of their assignment or scan it and then
send it to you as a pdf and you could grade it. So I did my grading on my iPad, you know, right
on the pdfs of their assignments that were mostly handwritten and then just, you know, e-mail
them back to the students.
So I think that aspect of it probably accelerated because of the pandemic, but mostly we didn't – I
wouldn't say we had to change curriculum. Just a little bit of pedagogy, but not even that much
pedagogy had to change, because we were already administering quizzes through Canvas, you
know, through the course website. So that was straight.

[23:20]
I was fortunate – So the discussions with the faculty – I mean, I felt like I was fortunate not
teaching in the fall because, of course, that's when, okay, now we're really going to figure out
how to do online for everybody. And so by the time the spring came around and I was teaching,
that had been figured out. And we were – And I should say that we did start having – So going
back to your previous question, did the faculty meet, sometime during the spring of 2020 we did
start having videoconference meetings, and we started having faculty meetings every single week
on video. It's coming back to me now. And that continued through the summer, which is
unprecedented. We had faculty meetings every single week during the summer of 2020.
TW:

In preparation for that fall semester and what the mode of operation would be and working out
details amongst all your faculty?

RD:

Yes. But at one point somebody made the suggestion that, well, you know, it was kind of
halfway through the summer. We've kind of got this figured out. Do we really need to meet
every week? And there was a really strong consensus among the physics faculty – this is, I don't
know, 25, 30 professors – that we should continue to meet every week. And the reason was for
community.
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TW:

Yeah. Coffee –

RD:

We were all sitting –

TW:

Coffee.

RD:

We were all sitting alone in our homes.

TW:

Yeah.

RD:

And a lot of people on the faculty were just enjoying the conversation, the time to talk. So even
though we didn't need the meetings every week for work, we held them anyway for
companionship. And I would say every meeting – at any given meeting two-thirds of the faculty
were there.

[25:18]

What I found useful was as we got into the fall semester and kind of in the second half of the fall
semester, I started asking questions about, well, okay, so all you guys who were doing this, what's
your experience? You know, what are my pitfalls and what are my –
And Tonya Triplett, who's a faculty in physics, she teaches large introductory courses for the
elementary education program, and so she has many – you know, hundreds of students at a time
and she was also on the COVID task force for the university that was – I can't remember what the
exact name of it was, but it was focused on what's the student experience, you know, how are
they doing.
And so Tonya always had really good insights at the meetings. And one of the ones I found most
useful was I had intended – I was, like, okay, so we're going to be doing Zoom. I'm going to be
doing Zoom. I'm just going to – but I want to require everyone to turn their cameras on, you
know, so that we can feel like we're a group and you're not tempted to be not paying attention.
You know, just to try and figure out some kind of structure that helps them focus. Right? And
Tonya said, "You know, you might want to rethink that."
She said, "A lot of these students, they don't have a good place to attend from Zoom. Some of
them are doing it in a library, you know, so they won't be able to talk very much. They can't talk
loud. Some of them are literally sitting in a closet in their apartment because there's three other
students in the apartment who are all on Zoom classes elsewhere in the apartment. You know,
some of them are at home. They've got family running around. They may not want to show you
their home. They may not want to show you their family."
[27:17]
You know, I mean, it was just a real – it was something I felt like I should have been thinking
about, but I hadn't been, and I was so grateful that she brought that up to remind ourselves that the
student experience for this was very different than the faculty experience. And, of course – And
USU COVID-19 2022: DR. ROBERT DAVIES
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with the faculty – You know, in the faculty meetings, at least for the first several months, we
were all, like, yeah, let's keep our cameras turned on so we can all see each other, et cetera. But it
became clear that that was not a good idea with the students, that they might be for any number of
reasons sort of embarrassed to show you where they were. They might not have the bandwith, a
good connection, to support video, all kinds of reasons.
And so I actually benefited from a lot of the experience of the faculty, both in our department and
elsewhere on campus, for my classes, which started in January of '21, hearing about what their
experience was like doing a fully online thing. Even though we had done online in the spring of
'20, you know, that was just – that was just a mess. I mean, that was just, you know, grasping at
straws trying to throw something together. So I think it got – I think it did well, and a lot of that
experience – it took about a semester to figure it out, that fall of '21. And after that I thought it
got figured out pretty well.
TW:

And so you had spoken earlier about public events in which you go and you speak and you talk to
communities –

RD:

Yeah.

TW:

– around the region. Were you still holding public meetings? Were they face-to-face? Were
they virtual? Did they have limited capacity? How did that work out?

RD:

There were no events. You know, if you just remember back to that first year, that full year from,
say, March of '20 through when the vaccines started coming out in the spring of '21, there were
zero events.

[29:20]
Nothing was face-to-face. And, in fact, all of – And not quite enough people had figured out
virtual yet. In the spring of '21, a few virtual events started showing up, where I would do virtual
lectures, virtual presentations. But it's not only that the technology wasn't fully figured out, but,
you know, people were just dealing with other stuff. So the stuff that I work in, climate change,
biodiversity loss, food systems, economic systems, you know, sort of sustainability, all of the
events where people would invite me to talk, just all of that went away. Nobody was thinking
about that anymore. They were just trying to deal with their own lives for a good solid year. But
it did start to pick up again in the late spring and in the summer, but it was – it was all virtual. I
don't think I did a live event – I could tell you specifically, but I don't think I did a live event until
towards the end of the summer of '21.
TW:

Well, the state legislature in the 2021 session actually started passing laws that affected the
system of higher education around the state, reducing the social distancing, changing the mask
mandates, requiring that the state universities offer 75-85% of the classes in person that they had
offered in the fall 2019 for the fall of 2021. How did all of that affect the physics faculty and
maybe your teaching load in the spring of 2022?

RD:

Well, the teaching loads didn't change for me.
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TW:

I mean the mode of the way you taught –

RD:

Oh, mode.

TW:

– and – Yeah.

[31:20]
RD:

Yeah. So to my knowledge, everybody was basically fine with going back to face-to-face as long
as there were very strict protocols. I think we had one faculty member who was not, but he had,
you know, some underlying conditions that just required extra vigilance. And so I think his
course stayed online, and he got approval for that.
I was not at all comfortable with it because of, you know, it's all – you know, it's always hard to
remember the exact timing, but my recollection is, you know, there was about a six-minute period
in May of '21 where we all thought things were going to be fine. We were getting vaccinated.
The vaccines seemed effective. And then, you know, the nonsense hit, all of the disinformation,
the misinformation, the conspiracy theories about the vaccines, the intense politicization, which I
think kind of – in hindsight shouldn't have been too surprising to any of us given the past number
of years that we've been living through, but it just exploded in such a way that, you know – I
think in the spring of '21, we were all feeling like, yeah, this will be okay. The vaccines are
coming out, you know, et cetera. But by the time the fall of '21 actually hit, of course, it was just
this huge fight. There were brawls in school board meetings and this virulent, no pun intended,
antivaccine sentiment, of course, a lot of it in Utah.

[33:16]
But I would say USU did a good job of trying to navigate that. And the data we had for when
students were coming back was that a very high fraction of students were vaccinated. So that,
along with the mask mandate, made it, I think, fine more or less. Right? And USU has a really
good tracking system. So right? If a student had symptoms, if they tested positive, they stayed
home. I feel like the students were diligent in doing that. And they – And part of the reason – A
big part of the reason they were diligent is because the university had set up a support structure
for that. You know, they could then attend classes online and not fall behind, and they had
university staff who were looking after their food needs and all of, that you know, if they were in
isolation, if they were in quarantine. So I think we all felt because of all that infrastructure that
got put in place, and USU's administration had worked really hard throughout the summer to get
that in place, all the testing, you know, all the access to vaccinations. So I think we all felt pretty
reasonably good about it, yeah.
TW:

So what – Of all the changes that occurred due to the virus in your teaching and your approach
and communication with both students and colleagues, what changes do you feel brought about
because of the virus you'll adopt as permanent change moving forward long after virus is gone,
and what might return to pre-pandemic times as far as the ways that you operate?

[35:25]
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RD:

Well, I think the single – At the moment what strikes me as the single biggest lasting change is
we all now have the capability to deliver in-person lectures and simultaneously record them with
zero hassle. You know, the classrooms are set up for it. You just turn it on. It sort of happens
almost automatically if you want it to. And so it's a resource for students that, you know, have to
miss – have to miss class for whatever reason. You know, student athletes that go on trips or, you
know, we all just – Sometimes you sleep in. Sometimes you're sick. So I would say that that will
probably last for many, many faculty. It certainly will for me. If I'm in a classroom that supports
it, I'll just record the lecture. It requires me – Although I do feel it's much better to be in person.
So you also want to try not to make it too easy for kids to skip class. So, I mean, but that – one
can do that with things like two-minute reading quizzes that you have to be in class to take, you
know, that kind of thing. You can deal with it. And, frankly, I think most students want to be in
class. So it was never a big problem before for me, and I could see it becoming a bigger problem
if students have this sort of seductive access to the – in their brains it's, like, oh, I can miss class
right now and just still watch the video. So I think I'll – there's a little bit of mitigating that, but
I'll keep that.

[37:05]
The other thing, of course, is for students to be able to – not just watch the video, but to be able to
participate remotely when things come up. And that certainly – You know, we did that this last
year quite a bit. So plenty of students in my classes, you know, had symptoms and so stayed
home but were able to participate completely and didn't even need to watch the video. So that's
a – I mean, that's a really good thing. And I think most faculty will probably just continue to
have a Zoom option available, particularly for the large classes. You know, if you've got a 15
student – if you've got a class of 15 students, they're usually mostly all there all the time. But if
you've got a class of 150 students, on any given day there's going to be a few that have to be
gone. So I think it's the remote – The remote learning is the stuff that will stick I think for me at
the moment. I can't really think of anything else.
TW:

From your experiences and your perspective – I understand you're not a professional mental
health worker – how do you feel the mental health and wellness of yourself, your colleagues, the
students at Utah State University have fared over the last two years? And are there any
short-term or long-term impacts that the virus may – lingering impact that the virus may have?

[38:55]
RD:

Well, I feel like my colleagues fared for the most part fine. In fact, I would say that in any
number of ways the pandemic was good for a lot of people's mental health. It just reduced the
workload for a while. Now, it intensified it. And, of course, I'm sure President Cockett and the
deans would laugh at me to hear me say that. I don't think it reduced their workload. But
everything slowed down. And the sort of – a lot of the extraneous nonsense – so the way that it
reduced workload for a lot of faculty was all the conferences that we typically have to go to. All
that shut down. It just went away for a solid year.
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I think it was really good for many of us and to just have that sort of time at home. And I'm not
saying it was worth it. I mean, by no means. Of course, this was a horrible, horrible thing. But
mental – if you had a good place to hole up and you didn't lose your job and you didn't get sick,
which is pretty much the case for most university faculty, it was kind of fine and in some ways
pleasant.
The students, on the other hand, I think – I definitely saw an uptick in stress and mental health
issues. However, I would be careful to attribute that solely to COVID. We want to remember
what was happening during this period. We had an extremely contentious national election that
just got worse after election day and continued right through inauguration day.
[41:04]
You know, so let's remember that January of '22 was – January 6th, '22, is now infamous. And I
think this massive political stress and not necessarily because students of this age are intently
paying attention to national politics – many of them are, but, of course, many of them are not.
But their families, their parents, the society in which they exist is just this massive, you know,
seething rage. And I think that – and that was, of course, exacerbated by COVID, but it was – it
predates COVID. And so in addition to the pandemic, you've got all of that going on.
And then I'll take it even one step further into the world of work that I do. So my main work is in
this world of global change and these existential crises that we face: climate change, biodiversity
crash, mass unsustainability of our human systems, and these – this whole suite – Let's remember
the other thing that's happening, the Black Lives Matter, the George Floyd, this massive societal
upheaval. So – and that's also part of my work, the social outcomes of the same systems that
generate the terrible ecological outcomes.
And I'll say this. Even before the pandemic – so the class that I teach on this is not pleasant. I
wouldn't say students enjoy it at all, but I get lots of feedback that they're really glad they took it.
[43:04]
But it's difficult, depressing material. So I would say that the students are already in a – have
already been in a severe state of angst prior to COVID. And, in fact, and mostly they're not
seeing the adults in their lives behave in a way that is consistent with what they perceive to be
these massive problems, and they're right.
So when they take a class like mine, one of the most common comments I get from the students is
not that they're depressed because of the class, but because they're validated. It's, like, God, I felt
like there was all this stuff wrong, but nobody is behaving like it, you know. And the class I
teach kind of gives them a coherent framework that helps them understand all of these sometimes
seemingly disparate problems.
And what COVID did for my class is actually give us a real-world sort of case study of a crisis
and a response, how the response could be good, how it could go bad, and why, you know. So,
for example, I deal in complex systems. And one of the most important things in any complex
system working well is information feedback loops so you can course correct. And, of course we
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could see that play out real time with COVID, how, okay, we've got – now we've got the vaccines
and people are starting to take the vaccines, but now there's this huge pushback, and it's all this
disinformation.
And our initial response to COVID was pretty good. We shut down. The government provided
money to people to help them stay shut down. We figured out the masks. You know, we sort
of – the science was being communicated. Here's what you got to do. And we did that for, I
don't know, three, four months pretty well.
[45:06]
But, then, of course, the leadership went away, and it went away at the state level. It went away
at the national level. We kept – Here in Logan we kept really good leadership at the local level, I
would say, for a while, as long as they could do it and not succumb to publish pressure; but then
the disinformation kicks in, and you can see how the response to the crisis gets derailed because
the information feedback loops get broken. And that's a key point in my class pre-COVID
[laughs]. But we actually got to watch it play out. So in some ways it was an interesting case
study. I know I kind of wandered from your question about mental health.
TW:

No. You're right on. No, absolutely.

RD:

But in terms of mental health, yes, the students are – I perceive extra stress and more students
having more problems, but I would say that they were there before the pandemic. And the thing
that actually helps it is when the institutions in their lives – and in this case the way that we
interact with them, the professors and the universities in their lives, in this case, our university
and the faculty here at USU – behave in a manner that is consistent with what they perceive to be
logical. And mostly at USU that happened, and I think a lot of students took real heart in that.
So, yeah.

TGRW: Dr. Davies, so you've spoken to this throughout that question before about, you know, you're
engaging the students with difficult, depressing material that does speak to what's going on
around them, the case study effect. Do you have any specific stories, without naming individuals'
names, of students excelling during this time or faltering students who came to you, students who
you went to?
[47:13]
RD:

Well, I don't know that they make compelling anecdotes, but I certainly did have – I certainly
have had students who have utterly excelled at, you know, dealing with these changes and
internalizing them and really taking the whole experience and helping them figure out where they
want to go from here, you know.
So one example is a student who was double majoring in business and electrical engineering. He
dropped the electrical engineering, changed his major to economics, recognizing that the
economics he's learning is pretty bad economics, which he came to understand through my
course. And I don't need to go into that. But it's growth-based economics that is utterly
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unsustainable and is at the heart of all of these things. So he kind of – He was unclear as to what
he wanted to do, you know, after graduation. He – So he took my class as a junior and then
graduated in COVID and then is now in graduate school somewhere else doing public policy and
environmental issues and is super excited to be working on these issues and feels like – I mean, I
think the whole episode of both the pre-pandemic crises that have been here now for a while, but
along with kind of seeing how all of us have really started to see the cracks in our society just
explode wide open but with COVID as one of the triggers – not the only one, but certainly one of
them – I think it really gave him clarity. And he seems jazzed [laughs]. He's always, like, okay, I
see where the work needs to be done, and I want to do it. So there's a – maybe a semblance of an
anecdote on positive.
[49:12]
I mean, I've just seen – I mean, on a positive level, I've seen these kids just dig in and be
determined not to let this derail them. Not all of them. I mean, different students have different
capacities than yours and other things going on in their lives, but many, many students I feel kind
of got a little bit – I don't want to say energized, but maybe just a little bit more resolved on not
letting this derail them.
In terms of sort of collapses, I don't have – My wife is also a professor, and she's had one student
who I would say COVID is a big reason he's sort of had to take a step back and quit school. And
he was a, you know, presidential scholar, and this was a strong student. But I think the
combination of COVID and political division, particularly within his own family, exacerbated by
all of this.
You know, if there's anything I would say that I find some of the hardest, the anecdotes I get from
my students, particularly in my Anthropocene class, the biggest angst for them comes from their
families. Many of them come from very conservative families who have bought into a lot of
conspiracy theory. And these kids, through their university experience – not just my class, but
certainly they get a big dose of it in my class – see how a lot of that is wrong. And they love their
families, and their families love them, and they're having a hard time communicating with them.
Right?
[51:14]
I mean, and so I get lots of e-mails from students – and I actually have lots of after-class
conversations with, "How can I talk to my dad? Can you help me help him understand that
climate change is real?" [Laughs] You know, "Can you help me help him understand that
vaccines aren't full of microchips?" I've had dozens of those kinds of conversations. I would say
that's the single biggest stress among my students is the cognitive dissonance between what
they're seeing here and what they're seeing in the communities, in the homes, and where they
grew up and their friends and their family.
But it's not – it's not COVID – a lot of this has been exacerbated by COVID. It may be
accelerated by COVID, but it was there before.
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TGRW: So from your experiences, now that you've had a chance to kind of reflect on them, what have
been the most significant lessons for you personally and professionally to take away from all this?
RD:

You know, I feel like I've become a lot more compassionate. I mean, I don't feel like I was –
pardon my language. I don't feel like I was a giant dick in general before all of this, but you
know how we would go to the store. You've got somebody coming over to fix the furnace or, you
know, you're taking your car into the mechanic or whatever, and you do get a little annoyed
because somebody didn't do it quite the way you wanted it or – You know, for me all of that is
gone. I don't care. You know, the whole essential worker thing. And this is even something I
was tuned into before the pandemic, was being aware of how hard these – how hard people work
and giving people some space. Maybe they're just having a bad day.

[53:07]
Don't, you know – If they're not being as polite as you would like them to be, don't worry about
it. Who knows what's going on in their lives? And I feel like I was kind of tuned into that kind
of thought before, but COVID brought it home in a way to me that just made me really, really
practice it, you know. All the people who were actually working to keep us fed, to keep us warm,
to keep us supplied, all the public provisioning, public services where these people went to work,
they're still not very well-paid and taking much bigger risk with the disease than I was, just led
me to be, like, super grateful.
I was always a pretty good tipper, and I'm a much bigger tipper now [laughs]. You know, like
many of us, we were doing a lot of takeout. Certainly, lots and lots of cooking at home, but you
still got to go to the grocery store. And there's the people stocking the shelves and driving the
trucks and checking you out. I just feel like I've become even that much more compassionate in
the sense of being aware of – trying to be aware of what other people are going through,
especially for someone like me, because I felt extremely privileged during this whole episode. I
mean, I did before, but not like I do now, because I could just sit at home in a nice home, still
getting paid, a little time to work out, you know, I mean [laughs]. And that was just not the case
for so many millions of people. So that's – I guess that's my biggest personal takeaway from this
whole thing so far.
[55:04]
I mean, there's other stuff, like, of course, the disinformation. The political dysfunction has just –
you know, I used to think there was a bottom, and it's clear to me there isn't anymore. So we
could talk about that kind of stuff. But I think the biggest single impact has just been making me
that much more aware – trying to be that much more aware of what's going on with other people
and being patient and compassionate about that.
TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your experiences with the COVID pandemic at Utah
State University?

RD:

No, I don't think so. Other than maybe just to reiterate that I actually feel that USU faculty and
staff and students did a very good job of navigating this, about as well as we could have,
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particularly given political constraints that were placed upon us. I think things probably would
have been a little bit differently with a different legislature, say, in Vermont, maybe. But given
the constraints that were placed on us – Even without the constraints, I think the university
administration and faculty, staff, and students really, really came through. I'm pretty impressed.
TW:

Dr. Davies, I'd like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences during
the COVID pandemic at Utah State University.

RD:

Thanks, Todd. Thanks, Tameron.

[End recording – 56:39]
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